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1. New York City Common Council laws regulating funerals of enslaved persons
- 1722, with increasingly restrictive laws and informal practices nationwide

For the preventing of great numbers of slaves assembling and meeting together at their Funerals, ... it
was ordered that, if more than twelve slaves assembled at a slave funeral, those present were to be
whipped at the discretion of the Mayor, Recorder or one of the Alderman except the 12 slaves
admitted by the owner of the dead slave, the gravedigger and the corpse bearers.

Historical context: Such American legislation began as early as 1680 among colonists, seeking to eliminate
any rituals, music, beliefs related to enslaved persons’ homeland; seeking to control. Among a few of the
many restrictions (with variations): specific hours for burials that often conflicted with enforced work hours;
numbers of persons (as in the example above); the funeral had to be led by a white priest or preacher; no
singing, drumming, dancing (culturally important rituals); no use of palls (the cloth covering the casket or
body, hence “pallbearer”); and more. Over time, African American funerals became known as “home-
goings,” as in being released from suffering and the soul either returning to Africa or going to heaven. Black
spirituals that grew out of suffering and prayer became signals for the Underground Railroad: “Wade in the
Water,” “Steal Away,” “Swing Low Sweet Chariot.”

Hospice and palliative care today: Attend a vibrant, full-of-love Black funeral in America today, and you will
likely experience a deep sense of community, emotion, storytelling, formal greetings from other Black
communities of faith, and music! A lot of music. The burial may be accompanied by a solemn jazz band
processional, followed by a “second line” New Orleans-style community celebration when leaving.
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Sources: Homegoing; Harriet Tubman Historical Society; New Orleans Second Line History; Music of the
Soul-Composing Life Out of Loss

2. Dr. Benjamin Rush, Medical Inquiries and Observations, Volume | (4™
edition, published posthumously in 1815 and actively circulated in medical
schools during this period)

"The customs of civilized life have given rise to a great number of diseases, which are unknown in
savage and barbarous nations."

Historical context: Benjamin Rush—signer of the Declaration of Independence—remained an influential
medical voice decades later, as his widely circulated work shaped early American medical education. Yet his
legacy is deeply conflicted. During Philadelphia’s 1793 yellow fever epidemic, he urged Black residents to
remain and serve as nurses and undertakers, based on the false belief that they were immune—reinforcing
patterns of racial exploitation and harm. At the same time, his writings advanced an early recognition that
the conditions of “civilized” life—its habits, environments, and inequities—could themselves produce
disease.

Today's hospice and palliative care: Rush's era exposed a tension we still carry—equality is proclaimed, yet
care is marked by bias and exclusion. Hospice care is growing more honest about that legacy by tracking
disparities, building trust, and confronting its own blind spots. Many professionals name the "moral distress"
they experience when ethics collide with unequal systems. Many organizations are doing crucial work to
close that gap.

Sources: Medical Inquiries and Observations, Volume | (4th ed., 1815) - National Library of Medicine digital
collection; A Contemporary Black Perspective on the 1793 Yellow Fever Epidemic in Philadelphia

3. American School for the Deaf, Hartford, Connecticut, April 15, 1817

The founding of the American School for the Deaf in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1817 was a crucial
milestone in the way society related to people with disabilities.

Historical Context: On April 15, 1817, the Connecticut Asylum for the Education and Instruction of Deaf and
Dumb Persons, later renamed the American School for the Deaf, opened in Hartford with seven students. As
the first permanent school for deaf children in the United States, it helped establish American Sign
Language, Deaf education, and a durable Deaf community and culture.

Today's hospice and palliative care: This entry offers a hopeful reminder that care is not only clinical
treatment; it is also communication, belonging, dignity, and social inclusion. For hospice and palliative care,
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the ongoing lesson is that people who communicate, perceive, age, grieve, or suffer differently deserve
systems designed to meet them where they are, not systems that define them by exclusion.

Source: American School for the Deaf: History & Cogswell Heritage House
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